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Without Closure
I hate not knowing the whole truth. The answers to my questions of "What happened?" and
"why?" were delayed, put on hold.
I sensed her condition was pretty bad this time. There had been other "scares," but this definitely
seemed to be the worst. This time, they weren't predicting a miraculous recovery. In fact, there was only a
solemn recommendation: Notify all of her immediate family members and close friends.
Mom was already at the hospital. At home it was just Dad, the kids, and I. As soon as he hung up
the phone with Mom, I knew. All the information I needed to know was given in a simple gesture of his.
Starting at his hairline, he moved his hand over his head, over the countless waves of brown hair. I
watched the hand move smoothly and deliberately over wave after wave. When it reached the nape of his
neck, he started all over again.
"Daddy?"
Wave, after wave, after wave
"Daddy, what's wrong with Grandma?"
After wave.
It actually took us less than three hours to get packed. After Mom's phone call, there was a blur of
tears and confusion. I don't know how long I stood and watched my Dad grieve. I had been crying too, but
the realization didn't hit me until the phone rang. It was mom again, and she needed us to bring her an
overnight bag. They were giving Grandma one week to live. Absurdly, I half-hoped it was the Doctor,
telling us not to come. I wanted it to be "too late." I picture him as the George Clooney type, in a white
coat with a stethoscope intelligently draped around his neck, and a solemn voice.
"Ummm I regret to inform you," he would say through the receiver. "The cancer progressed faster
than we expected it had spread to her lymph nodes she died comfortably would you like to proceed with the
necessary arrangements?"
But there was no death. According to Mom, she was still living, breathing, but also hooked up to
all kinds of different machines. She even relied on a bedpan. I'm not good with breathing tubes. And
mom said they were feeding her intravenously, and I remembered what that looked like. Bruises like huge
purple spiders where the tubes enter the skin, tape marks
"Daddy, I don't wanna"
"Ifyou were dying, would she come and see you?" is all he said.
So we divided the tasks evenly. He canceled his conference calls and postponed presentations.
He also had to call the kids piano teachers and soccer coaches. As for my duties, the bleach load needed to
be put in the dryer and there were stacks of dirty dishes in the sink. The beds needed to be made in the
bedrooms, and I was in charge of all the packing. I even had to change the eat's litter box.
I couldn't stop thinking about my Grandma, cold, drugged, and forfeiting the fight to live. I had
known for a long time that she was weak and wanted to go. There was so much to get done before we
could leave, and the longer it took, the more obvious it seemed that we weren't going to make it. I gathered
the kids' pajamas, toothbrushes, coloring books and markers for the car ride. And I still had to pack for
Mom. In a way, it seemed just like any other trip we'd taken. Dad even told me to pack the kids' bathing
suits because there was an indoor swimming pool at the hotel where we were staying.
But when I actually made it to Mom's closet and began to put her things in the suitcase, I couldn't
bring myself to pack her leopard-print swimming suit from the Victoria's Secret catalogue or the Liz
Claiborne pant outfit with the matching belt and shoes either. As if she would want her "Sun-Ripened
Raspberry" nail polish with the "No-Smudge" lipstick! Regardless of what I packed for her to wear,
nothing would make the guest chair in Room 314 any less uncomfortable. No matter how warm of a
sweater I packed for her, the air from the heater would continue to blow cold, malignant air.
Two hours and forty-eight minutes later, when everything was finished, we left. Itwas my first
ride in Dad's new BMW. It was black, like my Dad, with black leather and tinted windows that lied about
the time of day. For the first time, I thought of my Mom, and the condition she would be in when we saw
her at the hospital. She'd have on yesterday's makeup, black tear streaks where the mascara ran down her
face. Her clothes would look worn, full of wrinkles, and she'd have a cup of coffee in one hand and a
cigarette in the other.
And then there'd be Grandma, hooked up to machines that wanted to save her. They'd be pumping
the life that she didn't want back into her body. She wanted to leave it all behind, the twenty-five years of
loneliness since my Grandpa died, since he killed himself. She lived through his alcoholism and the
/beatings, and through late nights working as a waitress at the neighborhood bar. After Grandpa died, she
had to rely on small tips to feed her children as well as pay off the enormous bills Grandpa had left behind.
I had so many questions to ask her about the past, but I never had the guts to ask.
Was it worth it, Grandma? Because the alcohol buried him and the bruises never completely
healed. Eventually, the owner of the bar fir~d her, and my Mom never fully forgave her for not being there
to read Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty at night, I knew enough to hold my tongue because a question like
that would've killed her.
And now she was dying. Despite the pain I knew she was enduring, I wasn't going to let her die
yet. There was too much about the past that I still ne~ded to know. "What happened?" and "Why?" still
needed to be answered, and Iwanted the truth '. Was I~tr~e my own Grandma hated my Dad, as well as all
black people? The thought of my Grandma being prejudiced was too much to bear. I was told she believed
my Dad was "an exception." To her and my Grandpa, all blacks were thieves, poor, and stupid. I can
. lik "D 11dru ?". d "Whimagine Grandma asked my Dad questions I e, 0 you se gs. a~ ~t.do you want with my
daughter?" that's just how she is, and has always been. I remember gomg to VISIther during the 0.1.
Simpson trial, and her telling my Dad to, "Watch out," because he looked t.oo~uch like 0.1., and she was
worried the police might put him in jail. But she swore that she wasn't prejudiced, and to this day, I almost
believed her. Once, she told me a story about how she gave a poor black boy a glass of lemonade against
her sister's orders, and when her sister found out, she made my Grandma throw the glass away. "I always
liked blacks," she'd said. .
And there were other stories, all of which were told to me by my Mom.
April 2, 1980. Mom was pregnant and in labor with me, and Grandma wouldn't take her to the
hospital. My Grandmother didn't want me to be born. . .
"Lights, camera, action!" I stumbl~ forward, ankles and knees buckling, l?tO the spotlight. The
c. '1' d pplauded' they had seen this act before. There they were, my family, with halos oflam! Jar crow a , . gray
k . I' their heads My lips. Chafed and dry. Nervous. The spotlight shone down on m U .smo e encirc mg el· . f. fi . e. p In
h t her room I became a star. Adorned 10 all 0 her finest dresses and SC)'>""e'" wl'th her tit e secre room" ", ~~~~ ~~... ,y~" " .•. c '"'. en Ire
jewelry collection at my disposal. I transformed mt" :aPI1Jl~~St 1:r~rpfin~~ss;
"You're going to be Miss America one day," she would say,
Anything I wanted, she gave me. All I had f~ do was ask. Yellow eye shadow, pink lipstick, and
fourteen bracelets on each l!g,nd, Tb~most important p~rs'm in the world to me, aside from Mom and Dad,
my Glilll(tma was a gla.mour $itl, too, 'With 1I~rsaggy skin and grayish hair dyed red,
I was fifteen when Mom told me the story of my birth; she almost had me on my Grandma's living
room floor. She said Grandma didn't want any part of the pregnancy; she didn't want to be a conspirator in
something she believed was so wrong. So she refused to take my Mom to the hospital. Thank God my
Mom's best friend came.
Parkview. That's the hospital's name. I had been born here, and now my Grandma was lying on
her deathbed here. Dad parked the Beamer in Level 3 Section G. When it was time to leave, I wanted to be
sure we could find our car. But this wasn't the first time we'd come to visit Grandma here. About a year
ago, her condition turned from bad to worse when the doctors blew a hole in her colon. It happened during
surgery. They were trying to remove the cancer from her colon, but they weren't careful enough. Then she
had to have a series of surgeries to correct their mistake. Her body never quite recovered, and the disease
spread throughout her body. When we first admitted her to the hospital, they told us that she should've
been dead. Her hemoglobin level was way below normal. On the elevator Dad went over the "Do's and
Don'ts" with my younger sister and brother. He had summarized Grandma's condition in two very basic
words, "She's sick."
"No touching, no coughing, no crying, and not even sad faces are allowed in Grandma's room," he
said. "And more importantly, don't ask any questions."
I had to know.
Ding. Level One.
But I couldn't.
Ding. Level Two.
I shouldn't, no, not on her deathbed. Not in front of the entire family.
Ding. Level Three. Door opens. Arrows point toward the ICU.
It has to be the smell that hits you first. Next are the "Antibacterial" nurses who walk around in
scrubs with the words "germ-free" invisibly stamped on their foreheads. I was dreading the little green line
on the monitor that reminds you their heart is still beating. We hadn't even reached her room and I could
hear my own heart pounding. Itwas trying to drown out the questions that were racing through my mind.
"You make me so proud," kept replaying in my head. Iwanted her to have always been proud of
me. She was proud of me, wasn't she? And my family? She loved my Dad, she loved me she wanted me I
was her favorite grandchild that's what she had always said.
Mom came out of Room 314 to greet us. The person in the room, with the bed pan and the cancer,
the person with the saggy skin and grayish hair dyed red, with the clip-on earrings and stylish heels that I
adored, that person was dying. And by the looks of Mom, it was killing her to see Grandma like this. Her
clothes were wrinkled and we could tell she had just finished crying.
She hugged us and then told us to, "Look happy when you go in to see Grandma. Smile and tell
her that you love her very much."
But I couldn't have forced a smiled even ifI would've wanted to. Everything hurt. Icouldn't feel
my lips. They had gone numb. Icouldn't shouldn't say anything
Everyone went in the room but me. Iwasn't ready. Ididn't have my thoughts together, and the
questions wouldn't sit still in my head. Something kept telling me it just wasn't the right time.
About five minutes passed before Mom cam back out into the hallway. "She wants to see you,"
she said.
***
"I've smoked for over half of my lifetime" she said in her raspy, almost man-like voice. Iwatched
i~ amazement as she chopped up the onions and g;een pepper for supper. She was d~ing so well, espe,~Ially
SInce she had been out for only four weeks. The day she came home, we threw her a We1come Home
party to celebrate her miraculous recovery Even her doctors had come, and we all ate her favonte dessert,G .
errnan chocolate cake, and ice cream. .
"Here, Grandma. Let me finish those," I said, taking the knife away from her so that Icould fi~Ish
the vegetables. Itwas only a two-hour drive and Ihad wanted to spend the weekend with her before ~omg
back to school. My offer to cook her dinner ~as quickly rejected. For the mo~t part, s~e ~oo~edrela~I.vely
~ealthy. A few of the purple spider bruises hadn't finished healing, and her ha~ was mlss~ng ItS .reddish .
tmt, and she had lost a few pounds. But overall, Icouldn't help thinking she stlillooked like a glamour girl.
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